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"Delight in Horror": Charles Williams and Russell Kirk on Hell and the Supernatural
Abstract
Charles Williams has always been one of the more overlooked members of the Inklings, and the
continued neglect of his poetry and “supernatural thrillers” suggests that he is not likely to experience a
dramatic increase in popularity anytime soon. Similarly, Russell Kirk is an American historian who will
always be better known for writing The Conservative Mind in 1953 than for any of the dozens of short
stories and novels he wrote, many of which deal with ghostly or supernatural themes. In fact, Kirk
acknowledged Williams to be an important influence on his fiction; this influence is perhaps most evident
in Kirk’s final novel, 1979’s Lord of the Hollow Dark.
In this “Gothick romance,” as Kirk described it, a group of pilgrims gathers at a dilapidated mansion in
Scotland, at which various satanic rituals are performed in the week leading up to Ash Wednesday. The
novel features ghostly apparitions, psychological and spiritual horror, and a mingling of the supernatural
and material, all of which calls to mind Williams’ first, unforgettable novel, War in Heaven. The neglect of
both authors has led to a lack of interest in the obvious thematic links between these two books, which
this paper is intended to address. Aside from these links, I shall also discuss how the authors’ respective
religious views contribute to their differing approaches to certain subjects, such as time and the nature of
Hell.
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“
HORROR”: CHARLES WILLIAMS
RUSSELL KIRK ON
HELL AND THE SUPERNATURAL
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H
of epic verse for thousands of years. T.S.
JEliot, Ezra Pound,
and Derek Walcott are just a few of the great poets who in
OURNEYS TO

ELL HAVE BEEN A STAPLE

the last century attempted to follow in the ashy footsteps of Homer, Vergil, and
Dante. Some of the most convincing depictions of Hell, however, have been
offered by the overlooked novelists Charles Williams and Russell Kirk. Neither
Williams’s experimental poetry nor the “supernatural thrillers” he wrote ever
managed to capture the public’s imagination in quite the same manner as did
some of the works by his fellow Inklings. And yet, in terms of sheer originality
and ambition, Williams has few peers. “In line with his theological and
metaphysical leanings,” notes Lydia R. Browning, “Williams creates a fantasy
world which blurs the distinctions between metaphysical activity and reality,
where the spiritual planes of one world furtively intersect with our own material
one” (69). Browning is describing Descent into Hell here, but her words apply
equally to almost all of the seven novels Williams wrote before his untimely
death in 1945. Each is infused with a unique blend of “activity and reality,”
spiritual and material.
Williams’s first novel, War in Heaven, was published in 1930 and
involves various factions of ordinary humans, holy saints, and infernal powers
battling for control of the Holy Grail of Christian legend. Several scenes involve
the use of black magic, satanic rituals, or psychotropic chemicals, through which
certain characters are granted fleeting glimpses of the supernatural, including
Hell itself. With its heady mix of Christian theology and Rosicrucian mysticism,
War in Heaven was an important influence on the ghostly fiction of Russell Kirk,
an American historian who is best remembered as the author of The Conservative
Mind, but who also wrote a number of short stories and novels that explore some
of the same supernatural and eschatological ground trodden by Williams. This
influence was eagerly acknowledged by Kirk, who names Williams one of
several “masters” of preternatural fiction along with George Macdonald and
C.S. Lewis (“A Cautionary Note” 241), and is perhaps most evident in Kirk’s
third and final novel, 1979’s Lord of the Hollow Dark. In the week leading up to
Ash Wednesday, a group of pilgrims gathers in a dilapidated castle in Scotland
in preparation for an infernal “Ceremony of Innocence,” which, they believe,
will give them immortality in the form of “timeless moments,” intersections of
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the material and transcendent during which the “essence” or soul becomes
“aware of itself in an eternal state, quite outside of time” (Kirk, Lord of the Hollow
Dark [LHD] 31). Instead, they discover—as the characters in Williams’s stories
often do—that there are forces in this world (and the next one) better left
unmolested.
Although Williams and Kirk were of different nationalities, religious
affiliations, and temperaments, both frequently expressed what might be
described as a “delight in horror”: a curiosity about, or even attraction to, evil
that emboldened them to explore the darkest corners of Hell and the
supernatural through their fiction (Williams, War in Heaven [WIH] 168). Given
Kirk’s acknowledgement of Williams’s influence on him, it is not surprising that
WIH and LHD would contain more than a few narrative and thematic
similarities. Both novels, for instance, include scenes during which the
characters see or experience Hell, which in keeping with standard Christian
doctrine is portrayed as a place of eternal suffering reserved for the
irredeemably wicked. In both novels, occult rituals serve as a bridge between
the physical and spiritual worlds. Even the rituals themselves are described in
similar terms, as hedonistic indulgences of greed, lust, and other vices, which
are to be finally sacramentalized by a mystical marriage and the sacrifice of an
innocent child. And yet, for all their similarities, WIH and LHD are also indelibly
shaped by their respective authors’ worldviews, which, though avowedly
Christian, also feature some unconventional beliefs. To understand what each
hoped to accomplish in these allegorical and allusive texts, one must have a basic
familiarity with those beliefs.
COINHERENCE AND TIMELESS MOMENTS
Williams was born in London in 1886. His parents were committed
Anglicans of modest means, but he was given a solid education and encouraged
to take his faith seriously, which he did. “From their earliest days the children
were used to evening prayers at home with their parents, and they were soon
taken to church at least once, and often twice, on Sundays” (Lindop 7). As an
adult, Williams wrote dozens of books of poetry, fiction, literary criticism, and
theology while working as an editor for Oxford University Press. After his
marriage in 1917, he remained a committed member of the Church of England,
taking his sons to Sunday service at St. Silas the Martyr, “a bastion of the AngloCatholic tradition” in London, and volunteering as a sidesman, or usher (Lindop
97-98). At the same time, he also had a lifelong interest in the occult, having spent
years as a dues-paying member of The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, an esoteric
society of the kind that flourished in Western Europe during the first half of the
twentieth century. That interest was more than just a hobby for Williams, as
scholars have long recognized:
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The ideas and knowledge he gained by reading [A. E.] Waite’s works,
studying occult sources such as the Cabbala, participating in Rosicrucian
rituals, and pursuing independent investigations into the Tarot and other
mystical systems continued to influence his writing throughout his life.
(Higgins 83)

After the outbreak of World War II, Oxford University Press moved for security
reasons from London to Oxford, where Williams began attending meetings of
the Inklings on a regular basis.
The combination of High Anglicanism and twentieth-century
occultism produced in Williams a personal theology marked by certain
idiosyncratic beliefs. Three closely related ideas are especially relevant for
readers of War in Heaven: co-inherence, substitution, and exchange. The former
relates to the unity of all human beings with each other and with God: a unity
of the material and transcendent that Williams often compared to the
relationship between the three parts of the Holy Trinity, each existing and acting
independently yet always indissolubly one and the same. In his masterful 1943
study of Dante, The Figure of Beatrice, Williams writes that the “‘co-inherence’ of
the Divine Persons in each other” implies that “the unity of mankind consists in
an analogical co-inherence of men with each other” (92). Co-inherence gives rise
to the related notions of substitution and exchange: in the same manner that
Christ took up the burden of the cross and died so that others might live,
Williams believed that one of the best ways in which his fellow Christians could
demonstrate their faith was by helping those in need. He put these principles
into practice through an informal “Order of the Co-inherence,” whose members
were encouraged to assist each other as much as possible (Zaleski and Zaleski
261-62). Ultimately, as Ashley Marshall observes, Williams’s theology is
predicated upon cooperation, sacrifice, and charity:
His religious philosophy […] emphasized that humans are not separate
from each other or from God, that we can and must bear one another’s
burdens, and that we exist for each other, whether we recognize it or not.
All things are one, existing in a state of constant reciprocity, part of a
natural and supernatural fellowship of humanity. (67)

Williams sought to promote his ideas through his fiction, and the often-startling
originality of those ideas must have surprised many an unsuspecting reader.
Religion “was an integral feature of Russell Kirk’s political
philosophy,” and Kirk often emphasized the need for a widespread renewal of
faith in his writings (Bogus 119). He did not formally convert to Catholicism,
however, until after his marriage to Annette Courtmanche in 1964, when he was
forty-six. His interest in the supernatural predates that event by many years: as
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a child growing up in rural Plymouth, Michigan, during the early part of the
twentieth century, he had learned of the Swedenborgian practices of his family
and neighbors, which had in the years before his birth included regular séances
and Tarot readings. He encountered his first ghost at the tender age of eight or
nine, and continued to believe in them as an adult. “Perhaps a relish for the
uncanny worked in his genes,” Kirk recalls in his memoirs, writing of himself in
the third person. “[H]e found such mysteries more entertaining than
affrighting” (Sword of Imagination [Sword] 22). Unlike Williams, Kirk never
belonged to any occult societies, and found it easy, after his conversion, to
reconcile his mystical and religious beliefs. “His was no Enlightenment mind
[…] it was a Gothic mind, medieval in its temper and structure. He did not love
cold harmony and perfect regularity of organization; what he sought was
variety, mystery, tradition, the venerable, the awful” (Sword 68-69). Kirk
indulged his Gothic imagination in many of the short stories and novels he
wrote between the early 1950s and mid-1980s. Only one or two of his roughly
two dozen stories contain no supernatural elements. Of his three full-length
novels, this is true only of his second, an international political satire in the vein
of Evelyn Waugh’s Dark Mischief or Scoop.
In his allegorical third novel, Lord of the Hollow Dark, Kirk explores the
concept of “timeless moments,” a phrase he borrowed from T.S. Eliot’s Four
Quartets and turned into the central component of his own eschatology.
Basically, Kirk believed that Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory were not physical
locations, but states of being that exist outside of time. For doctrinal support, he
often quoted a discussion with the Jesuit priest, Martin D’Arcy, who assured
Kirk’s wife that, after we die, we, too, shall cease to be affected or bound by time.
Those in Heaven can relive the happiest moments of their lives and experience
them again and again; those in Hell are forced to repeat their most excruciating
moments of torments (Sword 341-42). As Kirk explained in a letter to Richard
Nixon, which he wrote to console the former president after the death of his
wife, Pat, in 1993: in Heaven “all the good occurrences and things of one’s
temporal life are eternally present, whenever the soul desires them; and present
not merely in recollection, but in all their fullness” (Imaginative Conservatism
352). One can never know, Kirk insists, how a seemingly random or
inconsequential decision in the present might reverberate through the centuries:
Only the present really signifies for us […] we cannot undo the past or
foresee the future; yet our past has determined our present, and our
decisions of this moment will endure for good or ill throughout our
remaining years of this life. It is the exertion of the will now that matters:
a moment may partake of eternity. (Eliot and His Age 246)
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The way that Kirk grapples with ideas about time, will, and the potential
significance of seemingly trivial incidents in LHD reflects the clear influence not
only of Eliot, but also, and perhaps more so, of Williams, who deals with many
of the same themes, especially in his final novel, All Hallows’ Eve (Anderson 309).
One of Kirk’s biographers asserts that he based the story of LHD “in large part
on a lifetime’s worth of reading and intentionally drawing on the occult story as
developed by the Inkling Charles Williams” (Birzer 372). But it is in the parallels
between WIH and LHD, I believe, that one will find the clearest evidence for the
influence of Williams on Kirk.
The “parallels” do not extend indefinitely, though, and it is worth
keeping in mind that, for all their apparent similarities, the two books differ in
several important respects. They were written at opposite ends of their
respective authors’ careers and enjoyed very different levels of success.
Williams’s first book proved “moderately successful” and made a small profit
for its publisher, Gollancz (Lindop 166). Kirk’s last failed to replicate the
popularity of his debut, Old House of Fear, which, after being published in 1961,
outsold all of his other books combined and prompted a flood of similarly fastpaced Gothic romances (Sword 250-51). WIH begins as a detective story but
consistently subverts the standard conventions of that genre. Williams, who
reviewed dozens of detective novels between 1930 and 1935, was more
interested in the message than the medium, explains Charles Franklyn Beach,
and attempted to turn the reader’s attention “away from the mundane murder
mystery to refocus it on the much more significant and meaningful mysteries of
the Christian faith” (58). Kirk readily acknowledged the influence of Sir Walter
Scott and Anne Radcliffe on Old House of Fear (Sword 250), but these pioneers in
Gothic fiction were less important to him in shaping the structure, tone, and
themes of LHD than Dante, Eliot, and Williams. Perhaps the greatest difference
between the two books is in their respective characters. Williams’s have
sometimes been criticized for their lack of depth, as Sørina Higgins notes. She
defends him with the claim that he “sacrificed the psychological and emotional
complexities of characters to the eternal realities or dramas they represent or in
which they participate” (80). In any case, it is not necessary to have read any
more of Williams’s work to make sense of the characters in WIH. LHD, by
contrast, is populated by characters Kirk introduced elsewhere, and it is not
always easy to understand their intended purpose or significance without
having read those other stories. Furthermore, and adding another layer of depth
to their personalities, all of the characters in LHD are given pseudonyms taken
from the poems and plays of T.S. Eliot. Not only must one read several of Kirk’s
stories and books to comprehend them fully—one must be familiar with Eliot’s
work, too. No wonder the novel failed to attract many readers!
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Before beginning my analysis of these two novels, it may be helpful to
provide some background information about some of those characters who
originate in earlier stories by Kirk. The protagonist of LHD, Manfred Arcane,
was introduced in Kirk’s second novel, A Creature of the Twilight (1966), as the
masterful and witty “Minister-without-Portfolio” for the fictional African
kingdom of Hamnegri, a country that is being torn about by a civil war between
communist and royalist forces. Arcane commands the latter, and dominates the
narrative, as well, frequently addressing the reader directly and revealing “just
enough about himself to show a profound sense of sin, a huge ego, a romantic
sensibility against which he struggles […], and an utter vulnerability to true
femininity” (Willson). After proving triumphant in Africa, Arcane would
subsequently appear in two short stories by Kirk. In “The Last God’s Dream,”
first published in 1979, Arcane regales a pair of American tourists visiting the
ruins of a Roman palace in Croatia with the story of his life. He recalls for them
a timeless moment experienced many years ago, in which he had a brief
encounter with the spirit of the emperor who built the palace and was buried
there. “For a very few minutes—if one may speak of ‘minutes’ beyond Time—I,
like an intruding ghost, shared the Emperor’s despair. I entered with my
wandering consciousness into the past. It was a fragment of Diocletian’s
experience, and a fragment of my experience, coinciding” (“Last God’s Dream”
245). This attempt to explain the concept of timeless moments echoes language
used by Kirk, himself, one of many reasons that Arcane is often described as his
alter ego (Birzer 374). In 1980, Kirk published “The Peculiar Demesne of
Archvicar Gerontion,” which explains how Arcane came to be among the odd
assortment of guests at Balgrummo Lodging. To a rapt audience of
businessmen, politicians, and Arcane’s own family members, he relates how,
before leaving Hamnegri, he had been forced to undergo a sort of metaphysical
battle of wills against a powerful drug dealer and sorcerer, the titular archvicar,
whose identity he assumes for a large portion of LHD.
Another key figure in this novel is Ralph Bain, who literally crashes
Apollinax’s party by falling from one of the high ridges that surround the castle.
It is a fall steep enough to kill any living man, but Bain can no longer be
described that way. He had appeared in two short stories previously written by
Kirk, including one of the earliest, 1952’s “Sorworth Place,” in which Bain
sacrifices his life to save a widow being haunted by her deceased husband. “The
action of the tale centers on the physical salvation of Ann Lurlin through the
spiritual salvation of Ralph Bain,” explains Ben Reinhard. He returns in
“Saviourgate” (1976) as one of the hosts for a man who, while contemplating
suicide, is fortunate enough to receive the gift of a timeless moment in
Purgatory, first. As with Arcane, Kirk uses the character to explain some of the
finer points of his theology. “Time doesn’t signify,” Bain declares. “[T]here’s no
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Time for you and me, thank God, Findlay. Why, we’ve not even begun to talk.
How can I explain? You and I aren’t dead, though I died once, and I suppose
you have, too” (“Saviourgate” 200). In LHD, it becomes clear that Bain must
work his way through Purgatory by repeating the initial, selfless act of sacrifice
that claimed his life in “Sorworth Place.” Finally, it is worth noting that Kirk also
wrote a prelude to LHD called “Balgrummo’s Hell,” which was published in
1967, and involves a thief named Hogan, who attempts to steal some valuable
artwork held at the castle. Just before leaving, he meets its notorious, bed-ridden
owner, who had dabbled in satanic rituals in the past, and is suffering from a
timeless moment of torment as punishment. This story, like most of Kirk’s,
occurs “within a moral universe where actions, words, and events have weighty
import” (Woods). Thus, through his greed, Hogan ensures himself a permanent
place in Lord Balgrummo’s private Hell. Balgrummo has long been dead by the
time of the events in LHD, but is offered a last chance at redemption through the
actions of Arcane, Bain, and their followers.
OCCULT PRACTICES IN WAR IN HEAVEN AND LORD OF THE HOLLOW DARK
I begin now my examination of the similarities between WIH and LHD.
One of the most distinguishing characteristics of both novels is the amount of
attention their authors lavish on describing occult beliefs, practices, and rituals.
Early in WIH, Gregory Persimmons, the mild-mannered publisher who serves
as the main villain, embarks upon a journey through time and space with the
help of a special ointment (more on which later). He applies it to his naked body
three times, chanting unholy spells all the while; the third time, he marks certain
figures on himself, including “a cross upon either sole, a cross inverted from
brow to foot, and over all his form the pentagon reversed of magic” (WIH 73).
After lying down upon the bed, his soul departs from his body and flies off in
search of Satan, with whom Persimmons longs to be joined forever. He finds his
way down to Hell, and Williams brings all of his imaginative power to bear in
describing that awful place for his reader:
And now he was descending; lower and lower, into a darker and more
heavy atmosphere. His intention checked his flight, and it declined
almost into stillness; night was about him, and more than night, a
heaviness which was like that felt in a crowd, a pressure and intent
expectation of relief. […] Heat as from an immense pyre beat upon him,
beat upon him with a demand for something more; he absorbed it, and
yet, his ignorance striking him with fear, shrunk from its ardent passions.
It was not heat only, it was sound also, a rising tumult, acclamation of
shrieking voices, thunder of terrible approach. (WIH 74-76)
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So near to his goal, Persimmons realizes that the “something more” he needs to
complete his union or “marriage” with Satan is the life of a young boy, Adrian,
the son of a former employee. In this case, the ritual serves as a link between the
metaphysical and real worlds: by performing the required steps and with the
aid of the ointment, Persimmons is able to travel between them.
Near the end of WIH, there are two more scenes involving occult
practices, which are just as detailed as the first one, proving that Williams’s time
in The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross was put to good use, at least, in his fiction.
Persimmons is joined in both by his evil companions, Manasseh and the Greek.
In the first of the two scenes, they prepare a trap consisting of parallel lines
drawn on the floor that lead to a mystical diagram. “I have charged these
barriers with power,” the Greek explains, “and they shall wither whoever comes
between them” (WIH 215). Sure enough, two of the heroes succumb to his magic;
one is killed almost immediately after stepping into the room, and the other is
seriously wounded. The villains use the latter as bait to lure the novel’s main
protagonist, Julian Davenant, archdeacon of Fardles. He arrives, despite
knowing of the trap: he has come, in fact, as a willing sacrifice to save the life of
his friend, representing one example in the book of Williams’s principle of
substitution. After being bound and placed on the floor, the archdeacon squares
off in a mental and spiritual battle with the villains, who think they have the
power of the Grail on their side. In this final depiction of occult practices,
Williams “dramatizes an evil liturgy in which the villains try to use child
sacrifice and murder to force the Grail to give them power over life and death”
(Leigh 256). Only through the eucatastrophic intervention of Prester John, the
long-time keeper of the Grail, are Persimmons and his allies finally defeated.
Whereas WIH shows several diabolic ceremonies being performed
from start-to-finish, LHD features only one, the Ceremony of Innocence, for
which the cult leader Apollinax and his followers spend a whole week in careful
preparation. On the night of Ash Wednesday, the assorted pilgrims march
through the castle to the chapel, dressed in scarlet robes and chanting
blasphemous parodies of the Psalms in English and Latin (LHD 276). What
follows is essentially a Black Mass, as Apollinax delivers a sermon and anoints
the foreheads of his followers with dirt taken from a graveyard. They all get
naked and join together in a frenzied, orgiastic dance. The Ceremony is
supposed to end with the mystical marriage of the ghost of Lord Balgrummo
and a former nun, Marina, as well as the crucifixion of Marina’s baby, Michael.
After Manfred Arcane escapes with the intended victims, Apollinax has another
of his followers sacrificed instead. The whole scene may seem incongruous with
Kirk’s often-stated dislike of pornography or excessive violence—in one of the
essays collected in Beyond the Dreams of Avarice, and originally published in the
1950s, for example, he advocates for “regular and moderate and just” censorship
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of the former (124). But as Gerald J. Russello points out, many of his stories
involve sudden acts of physical brutality, which are meant to serve the same
morally instructive ends as in those by Flannery O’Connor, a writer whom Kirk
greatly admired (57). The violent deaths in LHD are simply a necessary part of
the ritual to summon the last lord of the castle, the same Balgrummo mentioned
in the short story “Balgrummo’s Hell,” now revealed to have perished under
mysterious circumstances. Like Persimmons, Apollinax is meddling with forces
he cannot possibly understand, let alone control. Though he succeeds in
summoning Balgrummo, he immediately falls prey to the ghost’s long-festering
anger and desire for revenge.
One minor difference between WIH and LHD is that only in the former
does the descent into Hell involve a physical journey. In LHD, and reflecting
Kirk’s views regarding timeless moments and the afterlife, there is no need for
anyone to “go” there, since Hell is only a state of being, and its inhabitants are
already and always there. Such is the lesson for Apollinax and his hapless
followers, whose souls will be trapped in the Weem forever, as they are forced
to endlessly relive their violent and desperate final moments. “[T]he immolating
of Grishkin the Raven,” Kirk writes, “and the joy of the disciplines and the
acolytes in that torment, sufficed to ensure the imprisonment of his dupes’
essences in one moment of eternity, one endless agonized moment of total
depravity” (LHD 315). And yet the two depictions of Hell in these works are
linked by the strong influence of Dante on both authors. “In The Figure of
Beatrice,” Michael Milburn argues, “Williams traces the ascent of earthly eros into
the agape of heaven in his analysis of the Purgatorio and the Paradiso” (62). In
WIH, he uses several characters to illustrate the dangers of allowing oneself to
be led by love in the opposite direction—towards the selfish gratification of
one’s desires, and, thence, to Hell. James E. Person asserts that the Divine Comedy
provides a “thematic undercurrent” to many of Kirk’s stories and his final novel
(163). It is, perhaps, most evident in its allegorical framework, through which
the characters are able to experience Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise all without
stepping foot outside the confines of Balgrummo Lodging.
HALLUCINOGENS, HEDONISM, AND THE BLACK MASS
Kirk may have lacked Williams’s first-hand experience with occult
groups, but, by drawing upon his wide learning in history, theology, and art, he
nonetheless succeeds in depicting their practices convincingly. Perhaps he also
turned to Williams’s novel as a potential source of information about the occult;
indeed, the number of similarities between the two books suggest this to be
more likely than not. Characters in both, for instance, use hallucinatory drugs
either as a key ingredient in certain rituals or to enhance their enjoyment of their
effects. Williams’s drug of choice is an ointment, which Gregory Persimmons
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first attempts to procure from the sinister antiquarian, Sir Giles Tumulty. “It’s
tricky stuff,” Sir Giles warns him. “A Jew in Beyrout tried it and didn’t get back.
Filthy beast he looked, all naked and screaming that he couldn’t find his way”
(WIH 64). The greasy ointment acts as a kind of material link between the real
world and the supernatural one; its specific effects vary based on the
motivations of the person using it. Since Persimmons already longs to go to Hell
when he applies it to his body, it simply hastens his descent there. But when a
little of the ointment is applied to a minor cut on the arm of Barbara Rackstraw,
whose child, Adrian, Persimmons covets, she immediately falls ill. Soon, this
mild-mannered English matron is behaving in much the same manner as the
Jew from “Beyrout” mentioned by Sir Giles. Persimmons realizes that Barbara
has had such a negative reaction to the drug because she “probably drifted
through the world like most people, ‘neither for God nor for his enemies’” (WIH
160). In other words, although she is not particularly devout, she is neither a
committed Satanist like Persimmons. Because she does not share his desire to be
joined with Satan, she recoils from the temporary bond with him established by
the ointment.
In LHD, the fiendish cult leader, Apollinax, keeps his followers in a
chemically induced stupor with the help of an ingested drug known as kalanzi.
It is a white powder secreted from the root of a rare plant found only in the
deserts of Hamnegri, the fictional setting of Kirk’s second novel. Kalanzi is
extremely potent: in high enough doses, it can easily destroy a user’s mind or
even kill him. If taken in lower doses, its effects can be somewhat similar to those
of Williams’s ointment. “Its worst danger,” Sweeney thinks to himself, “was that
you could take quite a bit, initially, and walk around for hours, perhaps—until
the full impact hit your system. Then you’d get the D.T.’s, and seem to find
yourself in some other world” (LHD 39-40). After taking some kalanzi, Sweeney
attempts to rape one of his fellow pilgrims. Like the character in T.S. Eliot’s
poems after whom he is named, Sweeney is an animalistic brute, and the drug
merely intensifies his worst personality traits. On the night of the Ceremony of
Innocence, Apollinax gives each of his followers a fatal dose. Sweeney alone
knows the horror that awaits them: “after the initial invigorating effect of kalanzi,
degeneration was swift. The brain and the cardiovascular system would be
catastrophically affected, promptly. Coma ordinarily followed in not more than
six hours, and then, with few exceptions, death” (LHD 274-75). Apollinax had
promised to lead his followers to their own timeless moments, and the drug is
his way of getting them there. What they do not realize until it is too late is that
theirs are to consist of moments of eternal suffering, which their souls will be
forced to relive in the Weem forever.
Reflecting views often associated with the formal practice of Satanism
and related gnostic ideologies, Persimmons and Apollinax urge their respective

136  Mythlore 141, Fall/Winter 2022

Camilo Peralta

followers to reject the traditional Christian emphasis on self-denial and sacrifice
in favor of a hedonistic embrace of pleasure. While traveling to Hell,
Persimmons realizes that he is hungry and thirsty, but not for food and drink:
“He expanded in the rush of an ancient desire; he longed to be married to the
whole universe for a bride” (WIH 75). The denizens of Hell, he discovers, are
engaged in a frenzied dance, “a distorted version of the life-giving movement of
the universe that the Archdeacon [elsewhere in the novel] hears as music”
(Fiddes 274). In contrast to the harmony, order, and beauty of the celestial music,
the dancing of the damned is ugly and chaotic. Later, under the influence of the
ointment, Barbara Rackstraw is unable to prevent herself from joining in:
Suddenly [she] moved and stood up. Her voice began again its
despairing appeals to God and Lionel, but her limbs began to dispose
themselves in the preliminary motions of a dance. Gently at first, then
more and more swiftly, her feet leapt upon the carpet; her arms tossed
themselves in time to unheard music. (WIH 161)

Before Barbara can be subdued, she tears off part of her clothing, revealing her
breasts and upper torso. Her husband and the other men present are
understandably shocked, except for Persimmons, who is delighted, recognizing
in her movements “the outer sign of the inner dance he had himself known”
(WIH 161).
Apollinax is likewise eager to deny the inherent asceticism of Christian
morality. W. Wesley McDonald describes him as having “preached a ‘New
Morality,’ in which all of the disciplining restraints provided by Christianity and
universal moral norms are to be extinguished” (130). As part of his preparations
for the Ceremony of Innocence, he encourages his acolytes to indulge their every
whim, be it gastronomical or sexual in nature. Several formal dinners are held
during the week, at which massive quantities of watered-down kalanzi are
ingested and plates of poorly prepared food are eaten. In between mouthfuls,
Apollinax hectors the diners about the finer points of his unusual theology. “It
has been the repression of natural impulses that has worked ferocious mischief
upon mankind almost from the beginning,” he argues (LHD 93). “We shall take
the Kingdom by storm. There shall be no sublimation of desire: we shall
acknowledge desire honestly, embrace it, and so be freed” (96). The Ceremony
of Innocence culminates with a naked dance in the Weem, the participants
donning masks that reflect the animalistic impulses to which they have finally
abandoned themselves. “As they chanted, the creatures danced; and except for
the beast-masks, all were naked. They whirled, capered, spun, strutted, jumped,
reeled, wriggled, rolled, bounced, pranced, in Dionysian frenzy” (LHD 284).
And yet there is a pattern to it all: the dancers seem to move in an “intricate
maze,” as if guided or compelled by some hidden force (284). As they will soon
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learn to their dismay, the same demonic power around which the dancers in
Persimmons’s vision revolve also holds court in the depths of Balgrummo
Lodging. And they will no more enjoy meeting the “Lord of the World”—
another name for Satan or the Antichrist used by characters in both novels—
than he will (WIH 157; LHD 99, 272).
Both novels culminate in a blasphemous parody of the Mass that is
meant to include a mystical marriage between the living and the dead and the
sacrifice of a young child. During Persimmons’s descent into Hell, the longing
he experiences to remain there forever is framed in marital terms: “These were
his marriages, these his bridals. The bridal dance was beginning; they and he
and innumerable others were moving to the wild rhythm of that aboriginal
longing” (WIH 75). All that is needed to complete his union with Satan and the
other denizens of Hell is the “desirable sacrifice” of Barbara’s innocent child
(76). Persimmons succeeds in winning the trust of the Rackstraws, who agree to
place Adrian at his disposal. But before the sacrifice can be carried out,
Persimmons decides to punish the Archdeacon Davenant by joining his soul
with that of a man, Pattison, whom Persimmons had enslaved and murdered,
thereby damning them both. “This is the circle of all souls,” Persimmons
explains, “and I will gather them and marry them as I please. I will bring them
from this world and from another and I will bind the lost with the living till the
living itself be lost” (212). The penultimate chapter of WIH is called “The
Marriage of the Living and the Dead,” and refers to this intended union between
Davenant and Pattison, which is prevented by the sudden arrival of Prester John.
In LHD, Marina and baby Michael are “singled out by the mysterious
Apollinax for special torment” (Person 126). The two are critical to his plans, for
the Ceremony of Innocence is meant to end with a mystical marriage and
sacrifice, in which she is to play the role of bride, her son that of victim. “Without
you,” Apollinax assures Marina early in the novel, “our Ceremony of Innocence
would be inconceivable […] Of sinners, I can find enough and to spare, but for
our ceremony, you and the baby are jewels beyond price” (LDH 123). The union
between Marina and the ghost of the late Lord Balgrummo represents the
coupling of “Death and Life,” “Sin and Innocence,” a subversion of the divinelyordained division between such things (LHD 286). Arcane tries, and apparently
fails, to summon Balgrummo, forcing Apollinax to move on to the next, and
more important, stage of the ceremony. The sacrifice of Michael, meanwhile, is
supposed to parody Christ’s death on the cross. Apollinax plans to carry
theanalogy to its blasphemous conclusion by having his followers devour the
corpse of the baby, as if it were the blood and wine of Holy Communion (LHD
285-86). Both authors emphasize the importance of sacrifice, then, but for
different reasons. Sacrifice is integral to Williams’s theology, as Jacob Sherman
asserts, and is an especially prominent theme in his “most perfectly executed
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[second] novel,” Descent into Hell (54). But the sacrificial example of Davenant,
who in WIH volunteers to trade his life for that of a friend being held by
Persimmons, illustrates how the related concepts of substitution and exchange
work in practice. As for Kirk, he wrote several stories, including “Sorworth
Place” and his 1977 World Fantasy Award for Best Short Fiction prize-winner,
“There’s a Long, Long Trail A-Winding,” that explore how a single act of
sacrifice can redeem even the most sinful pasts. Even before his conversion, he
was strongly influenced by St. Augustine (Birzer 367-68), an influence that is
perhaps most evident in his views regarding sin, sacrifice, and redemption.
RALPH BAIN AND PRESTER JOHN
In closing, I would like to point out that it is not only in LHD that one
will find traces of Williams’s theology; in WIH, too, can be traced elements of
Kirk’s. This may seem paradoxical, since Kirk had not published anything of
note before Williams’s death, but all I am really suggesting is that they shared
certain influences in the mystical and Christian traditions. Williams never used
the phrase “timeless moment,” but there are more than one hundred references
to “time” in his first novel, and the inclusion of the Holy Grail and its guardian,
Prester John, offers him an opportunity to expand his setting beyond the spatial
and temporal confines of early twentieth century England. The Grail is, after all,
more than just a cup: “Of all material things still discoverable in the world the
Graal [Williams’s preferred spelling] had been nearest to the Divine and
Universal Heart” (WIH 137). Contemplating its nature, Davenant even
experiences what is described as a “timeless moment” in all but name:
In the universe, as in Fardles, pomposity was bad manners; from its
bracket the Graal shuddered forward in a movement of innocent distaste.
The same motion that seemed to touch it touched the Archdeacon also;
they came together and were familiarly one. And the Archdeacon, realizing
with his whole mind what had happened, turned with unexpected
fleetness and ran for the hall door. (WIH 118, emphasis mine)

Through his metaphysical contact with the Grail, in that brief yet everlasting
moment during which they are brought together and made one, Davenant
suddenly becomes aware of Persimmons’s plans. Like Piety Hill, Kirk’s home in
rural Mecosta, Michigan, or the haunted houses in England and Scotland that
he had visited as a young man, the Grail might be conceived of as one of those
objects or places fixed at (in T.S. Eliot’s words) “the still point of the turning
world,” around which “the wheel of life revolves, permanence in the midst of
change” (Kirk, Eliot and His Age 246). Through some ineffable providence,
Arthur’s knights, Prester John, Davenant, and everyone else who has ever
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encountered the Grail in the past, present, and future are united with itself and
with each other.
The similarities between Ralph Bain and Prester John deserve closer
scrutiny than I can pay them here, but even listing a few of them should provide
further support for the claim that Kirk was directly influenced by Williams in
the writing of his final novel. Like John, Bain is introduced after most of the
other characters. He is, at first, aligned with neither Arcane nor Apollinax, the
forces of good and evil, respectively. He, too, is a transcendent force that exists
outside of time and space. One difference is that, although Davenant (and not
John) serves as the central figure of substitution and exchange in WIH, that role
is played in LHD by Bain. In the story in which he is introduced, the woman
whose life he saves addresses him in words that recall a pivotal scene from
Descent into Hell, in which one of the characters volunteers to carry or “bear” the
fear of a young woman who is worried about running into her own doppelgänger
(95-100). “When I saw you in the square,” Lurlin tells Bain in “Sorworth Place,”
“I wondered if I could use you. I had some notion that I might stick a life
between myself and . . . ” (Kirk, “Sorworth Place” 187-88). This heroic act of
exchange / substitution is, as I have noted, repeated in LHD, in which Bain is
killed while attempting to rescue Sweeney. But Kirk’s engagement with
Williams’s ideas extends beyond Bain, and is evident, as well, in the group of
surviving pilgrims that escapes from the weem in the novel’s closing pages.
Only by working together, by agreeing to bear each other’s burdens, do
Sweeney, Marina, and the rest succeed in making it out of Balgrummo Lodging
alive. As Arcane explains, “What the seven of us here […] experience just now
is a Timeless Moment, won by tenacity. We stumbled on together, so escaping
damnation. This moment under the yew we share always” (LHD 335). The
deaths of Apollinax and his cult provide us with a glimpse of Hell that is every
bit as terrifying as that offered by Williams, but, like Williams, Kirk chooses to
end his supernatural tale on a very different note, and in a very different place,
emphasizing the gift of grace that is available to us all, should we choose to
embrace it.
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